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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
POWER OF TONI
MORRISON'S FIRST
NOVEL

When The Bluest Eye
by Toni Morrison was
published in 1970, it
introduced the world to
a voice that would
forever change
American literature.
Yet the novel’s journey
to becoming a classic
was neither immediate
nor easy. Initially, it
received mixed
reviews and struggled
to find an audience.
Few could have
predicted that this

The Bluest
Eye By Toni
Morrison

relatively short, brutal
story about a young
Black girl longing for
blue eyes would
eventually be
recognized as one of
the most important
novels of the twentieth
century. Today, The
Bluest Eye by Toni
Morrison is required
reading in high schools
and universities around
the world, studied not
only for its literary
merits but also for the
uncomfortable truths it
forces us to confront
about race, beauty,
and the damage
inflicted by internalized
racism.

The novel remains
deeply relevant in


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

contemporary
discussions about
colorism,
representation, and the
psychological toll of
systemic racism. The
Bluest Eye by Toni
Morrison does not
offer easy answers or
comforting narratives.
Instead, it holds up a
mirror to society and
asks readers to look
closely at the wounds
we carry, often
invisible but always
present. This article
explores the novel’s

plot, characters,
themes, literary
techniques, and
cultural impact,
offering a
comprehensive guide
for students,

educators, and anyone
seeking to understand
why this book
continues to resonate
more than five decades
after its publication.

BACKGROUND:
TONI MORRISON
AND THE
CREATION OF THE
NOVEL

Toni Morrison was
working as an editor at
Random House when
she wrote The Bluest
Eye by Toni
Morrison. She was
raising two young sons
as a single mother and
writing in the early
morning hours before
they woke up. The
novel was born out of a
conversation she had
with a childhood friend
who had expressed a
desire for blue eyes.
That seemingly
innocent wish struck
Morrison as
heartbreakingly

significant, a symptom
of something much
larger and more
troubling. Why would a
Black girl wish for blue
eyes? What did that
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say about how she saw
herself, and how the
world had taught her to
see herself?

Morrison set the novel
in her hometown of
Lorain, Ohio, in 1941,
the year that the
fictional Pecola
Breedlove makes her
desperate wish. By
placing the story in the
Midwest rather than
the segregated South,
Morrison made a
deliberate artistic
choice. She wanted to
show that racism was
not confined to the Jim
Crow South but
permeated every part
of American society,
including the
supposedly more
progressive North. The
Bluest Eye by Toni
Morrison challenges
the idea that northern
communities were free
from racial prejudice.
Instead, it reveals how
racism operates in

subtle, insidious ways,
often hidden beneath
polite smiles and well-
meaning words.

The novel also reflects
Morrison’'s deep
engagement with Black
history and culture.
She was influenced by
the Harlem
Renaissance writers,
particularly Zora Neale
Hurston, as well as by
the political
movements of the
1960s. The Bluest
Eye by Toni Morrison
can be read as a
response to the Black
is Beautiful movement,
which sought to
counteract the
damaging narratives of
Black ugliness.
Morrison, however, was

less interested in
celebrating Black
beauty than in

examining the deep
psychological damage
that occurs when a
child internalizes the



message that she is
ugly, unwanted, and
unworthy.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A
STORY OF
INNOCENCE AND
DESTRUCTION

The Bluest Eye by
Toni Morrison tells
the story of Pecola
Breedlove, an eleven-
year-old Black girl
growing up in Lorain,
Ohio, in 1941. Pecola
believes that if she had
blue eyes, everything
in her life would
change. She would be
beautiful. She would be
loved. She would be
seen. Her parents
would stop fighting.
The other children
would stop teasing her.
The adults would stop
looking at her with
disdain or pity. This
desperate wish
becomes the
organizing principle of
her life, a fantasy that

ultimately leads to her
complete psychological
breakdown.

The novel is narrated
primarily by Claudia
MacTeer, a young
Black girl who, along
with her sister Frieda,
becomes Pecola’s
reluctant friend.
Claudia serves as a
counterpoint to Pecola.
Where Pecola
internalizes the world’s
messages about her
ugliness, Claudia
resists them. She
refuses to worship
Shirley Temple or
idolize the white dolls
she receives as gifts.
Claudia’s narration
provides a crucial
perspective, showing
that resistance to
these damaging
messages is possible,
though not easy. The
Bluest Eye by Toni
Morrison alternates
between Claudia’s first-
person narration and a
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more distant,
omniscient third-
person voice, creating
a layered, multifaceted
story.

The plot unfolds in a
nonlinear fashion,
moving back and forth
in time to reveal the
events that shape
Pecola’s tragedy. We
learn about her
parents, Cholly and
Pauline Breedlove, and
the circumstances that
made them who they
are. Cholly’s story is
particularly

devastating, marked
by abandonment,
humiliation, and
violence. Pauline finds
meaning and identity
in her work as a maid
for a wealthy white
family, where she can
appreciate the order
and beauty that her
own home lacks. The
Bluest Eye by Toni
Morrison refuses to
demonize these

characters, instead
showing how systemic
racism and personal
trauma have deformed
their capacity for love.

The novel’s climax is
the rape of Pecola by
her father, Cholly. It is
an act of horrific
violence that Morrison

presents with
unflinching clarity.
Pecola becomes
pregnant, and the

community responds
with gossip, pity, and
cruelty rather than
compassion. She
retreats into madness,
convinced that she
finally has the blue
eyes she always
wanted. The novel
ends with a
devastating

conversation between
Pecola and an
imaginary friend, a
hallucination that
reveals the depth of
her dissociation from
reality. The Bluest



Eye by Toni Morrison
offers no redemption,
only the stark truth of
a child destroyed by a
world that refused to
see her as valuable.

MAJOR THEMES IN
THE BLUEST EYE

The
Construct
lon of
Beauty
and the
Damage
of White
Standard

S

At the heart of The
Bluest Eye by Toni
Morrison is a
devastating critique of
white beauty standards
and their impact on
Black children and
adults. Pecola’s belief
that blue eyes will
make her beautiful is
not a childish whim but
a logical conclusion
drawn from the
messages she receives
every day. From the
movies starring Shirley
Temple to the candy
wrappers featuring
Mary Jane, from the
dolls she sees in stores
to the casual
comments of adults,
Pecola learns that
beauty is white and
that she is its opposite.
Morrison shows how
beauty standards are
not innocent
preferences but
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powerful tools of social
control that enforce
racial hierarchies.

Claudia’s rebellion
against these
standards is one of the
novel’s most hopeful
elements. She hates
the white baby dolls
she receives for
Christmas, not because
she is jealous of them
but because she feels
no connection to them.
She would rather have
a doll that looks like
her, or no doll at all.
The Bluest Eye by
Toni Morrison uses
Claudia’s resistance to
show that the damage
of internalized racism
is not inevitable. It can
be recognized, named,
and fought. But the
novel also shows that
resistance requires
resources that not
everyone has. Pecola,
lacking the family
support and self-
confidence that

Claudia possesses,
cannot mount the
same defense.

Internaliz
ed
Racism
and Self-
Hatred

The Bluest Eye by
Toni Morrison is
perhaps the most
powerful literary
exploration of
internalized racism
ever written. Morrison
shows how racism is
not simply a set of
external barriers or
overt acts of
discrimination. It also
operates from within,
shaping how
individuals see
themselves and their
own worth. Pecola does



not need anyone to tell
her she is ugly. She
already knows it. She
has absorbed the
message so completely
that it has become part
of her identity. The
novel demonstrates
that internalized
racism is often more
damaging than explicit
racism because it is
harder to identify and
resist.

This theme is not
confined to Pecola. Her
mother, Pauline, has
also internalized these
messages, though in a
different way. She finds
her greatest
satisfaction in working
for a white family,
where she can bask in
the reflected light of
their beauty and order.
She rejects her own
children in favor of the
little white girl she
cares for. The Bluest
Eye by Toni Morrison
shows that internalized

racism can express
itself in many forms,
from Pecola’s
desperate wish for blue
eyes to Pauline’s
displacement of love
onto a white child.

Trauma,
Violence,
and the

Cycle of
Abuse

The novel offers a
searing examination of
how trauma is passed
from one generation to
the next. Cholly
Breedlove’'s story is a
case study in the
effects of unhealed
trauma. Abandoned by
his mother, humiliated
in a sexual encounter
by white men, and
rejected by his father,
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Cholly becomes a man
incapable of healthy
relationships or
genuine love. His
violence toward Pecola
is both inexcusable and
understandable in the
context of his own
pain. The Bluest Eye
by Toni Morrison
does not excuse
Cholly’s actions, but it
does demand that
readers understand the
conditions that created
him.

Morrison’s treatment of
trauma is
characteristically
complex. She shows
that abuse is not a
simple matter of good
and evil but a cycle
that perpetuates itself
across generations.
The novel asks difficult
questions about
responsibility,
forgiveness, and the
possibility of breaking
these cycles. The
Bluest Eye by Toni

Morrison offers no
easy answers, insisting
instead that we must
look at the full picture
of human experience,
including the ugliest
parts, if we hope to
understand and heal.

Communi
ty and Its
Failures

The Bluest Eye by
Toni Morrison also
critiques the Black
community for its
failure to protect its
most vulnerable
members. The novel
does not romanticize
Black community life.
Instead, it shows how
communities can
replicate the same
hierarchies and
cruelties that exist in
the larger society. The
women of Lorain gossip



about Pecola and her
family. The children
torment her. Even the
well-meaning adults,
like Claudia’s mother,
offer  only limited
support. Pecola is
ultimately left alone to
face her tragedy.

This critique is
balanced by Morrison’s
recognition of the
community’s strengths.
The MacTeer family,
despite their own
struggles, provides a
model of love and
resilience. Claudia and
Frieda try to help
Pecola in their own
childlike way, planting
marigold seeds in the
hope that if they grow,
Pecola’s baby will
survive. The Bluest
Eye by Toni Morrison
shows that
communities can be
both sources of
strength and sites of
failure. The question
the novel poses is

10

whether they can rise
to the occasion when it
matters most.

KEY CHARACTERS
AND THEIR
SIGNIFICANCE

Pecola
Breedlov
e

Pecola is one of the
most tragic figures in
American literature.
She is a child who
wants only to be loved
and to feel safe, but
she is denied both. Her
innocence is
systematically

destroyed by the
cruelty of others and
by her own internalized
self-loathing. The
Bluest Eye by Toni
Morrison makes
Pecola’s inner life vivid
and poignant, showing
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her longing for blue
eyes as a desire for
transformation and
belonging. Pecola’s
descent into madness
is presented not as a
failure of individual
character but as the
logical outcome of a
world that has failed
her completely.

Claudia
MacTeer

Claudia serves as the
novel’'s moral center
and a counterpoint to
Pecola. She is fierce,
smart, and resilient.
Her refusal to accept
the dominant beauty
standards represents a
form of resistance that
Pecola cannot achieve.
The Bluest Eye by
Toni Morrison uses
Claudia’s voice to
provide critical
commentary on the
events of the novel,
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especially the
community’s treatment
of Pecola. Claudia’s
growth over the course
of the novel is subtle
but significant, as she
moves from childhood
innocence to a more
complex understanding
of the world’s cruelty.

Cholly
Breedlov
e

Cholly is perhaps the
most complex
character in the novel.
He is a victim and a
perpetrator, a man
whose humanity has
been systematically
stripped away.
Morrison’s treatment of
Cholly is controversial,
particularly the rape

scene, which she
writes from his
perspective. Some



critics argue that this
approach risks
sympathy for an
abuser, while others
see it as a necessary
effort to understand
the roots of violence.
The Bluest Eye by
Toni Morrison does
not ask readers to
forgive Cholly, but it
does ask them to see
him as a product of a
racist society that has
deformed him from
childhood.

Pauline
Breedlov
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e

Pauline represents
another tragic outcome
of internalized racism.
She finds her identity
in serving a white
family and rejects her
own home and family
as inadequate. The
Bluest Eye by Toni
Morrison portrays
Pauline as a woman
who has been taught
to see her own life as
worthless and who
compensates by living
vicariously through her
employers. Her
inability to love her
own children s
heartbreaking
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